SESSION 4

Ben Wisner

Course Title:
A Social Vulnerability Approach to Disasters



Session 4:  
Historical Root Causes   

                Time: 1 hour



Objectives:

At the conclusion of this session, the students should be able to:

Objective 4.1
Understand that there are various, highly divergent ways of defining what history is:  “what is history?”

Objective 4.2
Appreciate a number of ways in which a knowledge of history can be helpful in emergency and disaster management:  “why study history?”

Objective 4.3 
Be able to describe the kinds of evidence that are used in the study of history and different ways of defining historical explanation (epistemological questions):  “how does one know history?”

Objective 4.4 
Review examples of the role of disaster in U.S. history and the history of disaster management

Objective 4.5
Review examples of the role of disaster in world history and the history of international response to disasters: “why does the United Nations care?”


Scope:


Assists students of emergency management in seeing all “root causes” of vulnerability not merely as academic, but as significant and mutable variables.  This session introduces resources that can help emergency managers “see” events from the point of view of minority and other marginalized populations, and it provides tools for actually doing local history.  Local history is a way not only of eliciting from older residents in a community memories of past disasters, but also of mobilizing and engaging local people in vulnerability assessment and capacity building.
Suggested Readings:

Instructor readings:

1.  
Blaikie, Piers, Cannon, Terry, Davis, Ian, and Wisner, Ben.  1994.   “The Challenge of Disaster and Our Approach,”  Chapter 1,  At Risk: Natural Hazards, People’s Vulnerability, and Disasters, pp. 3-20.  London: Routledge.

2. 
 Blaikie, Piers, Cannon, Terry, Davis, Ian, and Wisner, Ben.  1994.  “Disaster Pressure and Release Model,” Chapter 2,   At Risk: Natural Hazards, People’s Vulnerability, and Disasters, pp. 21-45.  London: Routledge.

3.  
Blaikie, Piers, Cannon, Terry, Davis, Ian, and Wisner, Ben.  1994.  “Box 8.2:  The Mexico City Earthquake, 19 September 1985,” At Risk: Natural Hazards, People’s Vulnerability, and Disasters, pp. 174-181.  London: Routledge.

4.  
Burton, Ian, Kates, Robert, and White, Gilbert.  1993.  “Collective Action,” Chapter 5, The Environment as Hazards, 2nd Edition, pp. 125-163 (esp. 161 ff.).  New York: Guilford.

5.  
Dynes, Russell R., 1997. The Lisbon Earthquake in 1755: Contested Meanings in the

First Modern Disaster.  Preliminary Paper No. 255, Disaster Research Center, University of Delaware: http://www.udel.edu/DRC/preliminary/255.pdf .

6. 
 Steinberg, Ted.  2000.  Acts of God: The Unnatural History of Natural Disaster in America.  New York: Oxford University Press. 

Student readings:

1. 
Blaikie, Piers, Cannon, Terry, Davis, Ian, and Wisner, Ben.  1994.  “Box 8.2:  The Mexico City Earthquake, 19 September 1985,” At Risk: Natural Hazards, People’s Vulnerability, and Disasters, pp. 174-181.  London: Routledge.

2.  
Steinberg, Ted.  2000.  “Do-It-Yourself Deathscape,” Chapter 3, Acts of God: The Unnatural History of Natural Disaster in America, pp. 47-68.  New York: Oxford University Press.

3. Steinberg, Ted.  2000.  “Building for Apocalypse,” Chapter 4,  Acts of God: The

Unnatural History of Natural Disaster in America, pp. 79-96.  New York: Oxford University Press.

4.  Rubin, C. and Tanall, I. 2001.  “Disaster Time Line: Selected Milestone Events and U.S. Outcomes (1965-2001).” http://www.disaster-timeline.com/images/dtl_ver2.pdf 

General Requirements:  Briefly review session objectives. [Slide 1]

Instructor should check with local public library, local newspaper office, and nearest historical society to see what archives may be available for possible student projects.  Instructor should likewise check on the location of nearby retirement homes where student might seek permission to interview elderly residents.


Objective 4.1  
“What is history?”

Remarks:

I. “What is history?” 

A.  “The past”

1. One common sense view of history holds that it is simply, “the past,” the accumulation of events “that happen.”  While this view is intuitively attractive, it has problems.  Most people assume that these events can be expressed as facts: “Professor Bloggs ate cereal for breakfast;” “John F. Kennedy was assassinated;” “There was a flood in Johnstown, PA in 1989.”

2. Problem: How do we determine what a discrete “event” is?  Where does one event stop and another begin?  When, precisely, did the Vietnam War begin?  Or what about the 1930s Dust Bowl disaster in the Great Plains of the U.S.?

3. Problem: Are all events or happenings of equal importance from the point of view of the such structures, processes, patterns?  (Just as every molecule of water in the ocean or in a river?)  Or are there some events without which the stream of future events is likely to have been dramatically different?  (Compare, for example the events expressed in these two “factual” statements: “Professor Bloggs ate cereal for breakfast” and “John F. Kennedy was assassinated.” Is it not unlikely that Bloggs’ having eaten something else would have changed the course of history, and that it is more likely that Kennedy’s assassination did?

B.  “Periods,” “epochs,” and the problem of “progress”

1. Is “the past” simply composed of “events” or “happenings” the way that substances are composed of atoms?  (This view is held by those who think of history as a science, and is a position referred to as positivism).

2. Most people act as though there are, in fact, larger structures in history that we might call “processes,” and perhaps even larger patterns we might refer to as “periods,” “eras,” or “epochs.”

3. Among historians who take this position are those who think that processes and periods of history are unique in each society and have to be understood as much by sharing the “feeling” of such societies as knowing “facts” (a position known as historicism).  There are others who believe in universal history that involve all societies, everywhere, in large processes such as colonialism in the 19th Century, the cold war in the 20th, and globalization in the 21st.

4. Problem:  One of the most common of these very large patterns, one generally taken for granted in Western societies, is “progress” (see Session 5, “Ideology as a Root Cause”). Many historians as well as ordinary people and political leaders believe that over time human beings are actualizing more and more of their potential: living longer, understanding the material world better, etc.  Is this true?  In what sense?  Or is the notion of progress a filter through which only some societies have viewed history?

·   Alternative views include those that assert that the role of chance and randomness play so great a role in history that there can be no directionality, or perhaps even pattern.

· Another alternative view is that there are, indeed, patterns, but that they repeat themselves endlessly.  History runs in cycles, and there is no “direction” or “development.”

5. Power Models of history have argued that economic and political power held by limited numbers of individuals are what have driven events, not kind of immanent (internal) logic of development or progress.  This view has been popular for a long time: from ancient Greek historian Thucidides, through the Renaissance teacher of Princes, Nicolo Machiavelli, down to military strategist Karl von Clausewitz, economic historian Karl Marx, sociologist Max Weber, and geographer James Blaut.

·   Variations of power models abound.  Some emphasize political power (Machiavelli, Weber).  Some emphasize military power (Thucidides, von Clausewitz).  Some emphasize economic power (Marx).  And some include a mixture of all three (J. M. Blaut 1993, The Colonizer’s Model of the World: Geographical Diffusionism and Eurocentric History).
6. Postmodern interpretations hold that history is discontinuous and depends completely on personal points of view.

C.  Heritage (Obligation)

1. Is history also more local or personal?  There are usually a set of events, cultural productions, people that define a “tradition” or “heritage.” At the micro scale extreme, this view of history might merge with genealogy or family history.  

2. In a similar way, could towns and cities not have their histories, as do social movements (e.g. “working class history” and religious traditions (e.g. Christianity, Islam, or Buddhism in all their diverse sects and denominations)?

3. At the macro scale, nations and nationalism may have foundational myths/ histories that provide a common sense of identity.

4. Heritage can also imply personal or collective responsibility, obligation, rights, and privileges.  Someone born into a particular group or locality may feel strongly the obligation to continue patterns of behavior associated with a particular tradition and to pass them on to their children.  

5. There may also be perceived obligations as regards neighboring localities or “different” groups.  Such obligations may include the carrying on of conflict, feuds, and vendettas from one generation to the next, as in the conflict between Protestants and Catholics in Northern Ireland.  One group may claim rights on the basis of past abuse as, for example, those claimed by the African Americans in the form of affirmative action.

6. For discussion: 

This view takes little account of events or processes that are external to their defined locality or group.  Rivalries, vendettas, and historical “wrongs” may be focus on “other” groups, or, in the case of town, cities, or sub-national regions, focus on “other places.”  What can be the consequences of such inward-looking “histories?”

· In the case of the Protestants of Northern Ireland, their historical origins were as colonial planters sent from Scotland to maintain the British foothold in Ireland.  Thus their desire to maintain a separate identity from the Catholics had to do with assertions of a connection with Britain.  

· In this way, some political leaders in the Western states of the U.S. blame Eastern “bureaucrats” for resource policies on Federal lands that conflict with “western traditions.” 

· However, is this conflict simply a clash of traditions or mentalities? Or are larger questions of national economic and political policy involved, e.g.  the division of Colorado River water between the U.S. and Mexico?

Objective 4.2
“Why study history?”

Remarks:

I. Historical knowledge and risk awareness

A. Tapping local knowledge

1. Oral tradition in some parts of the U.S. may provide information about droughts, floods, landslides, and other extreme events that are not well documented by external sources.
2. The lived experience of elderly people on their own, even in the absence of an oral tradition, may also provide clues to the magnitude of small to moderate hazard events, sometimes those missed by newspaper accounts or official records.
3. Both oral tradition and the memory of elderly people may be a source of information about how people used to cope with extreme events.  While it would be wrong to romanticize such coping mechanisms simply because they are old, such information could provide a jumping off point for discussions in the locality about how people cope today.
B.  Building risk awareness

1. For most people, infrequent events are not well remembered, and the meanings of warnings, appropriate behaviors, etc. become hazy.  Each generation needs to be reminded of the possibility of such events as coastal storms, large floods, tsunami, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, even if they are infrequent.

2. The older generation can usefully be integrated into school curricula as a means of passing on this awareness.

3. Where there is a natural history study center or even memorial to an event, such as the Tsunami Museum in Hilo, Hawaii, the older generation can serve as docents and help to pass on the experience.

4. The experience of the prior generations can be captured and preserved on audio and video tape, and special exhibitions of old photographs can be utilized as a resources for passing on experience and building risk awareness.

C. Mobilizing local participation in risk reduction


It is relatively easy to mobilize local participation in risk reduction activities when a hazard is frequent, even seasonal – such as forest fires, coastal storms, or floods.  However, less frequent hazards tend to be forgotten, or other priorities dominate people’s attention.  If it is possible to make vivid historical occurrences of a disaster, then it may be easier to motivate people to volunteer their time and get involved in preparedness and mitigation activities.

II. Historical knowledge and public policy

A. Learning from past mistakes

1. It is possible to measure progress by studying how the U.S., a specific state, or a locality dealt with hazards such as coastal storms, floods, earthquakes, or wild fires in the past.  Over time the deaths from such extreme events is declining in the U.S., while the total economic losses and insured losses are increasing.  
· For discussion:  Would you say that the historical generalization above is evidence of “progress” or not?
2. Benchmarking may be a useful way to judge contemporary policy and practice.  But what event does one choose?  Certainly one could choose the deadliest past events such as the 1908 San Francisco Earthquake, the hurricane that devastated Galveston island, Texas, in 1906, or the wild fire that killed more than 2,000 in Michigan.  But by these standards, all contemporary policy is an improvement.  In training disaster managers and in analyzing policy it might be more useful to use the most recent large events as case studies, asking in detail how performance before, during, and after could be improved.  This approach to the 1994 Northridge earthquake, hurricane Andrew in 1991, and the year 2002 fires in Oregon, Colorado, and Arizona may be more revealing.

B. Reversing root causes of vulnerability

1. All of the root causes discussed have origins in past beliefs, practices, policies, concentrations of power.  In a sense the idea of a “root cause” seems to imply something that had its origins before those responsible for policy were born or came to positions of responsibility.
2. Reversing root causes is, therefore, problematic.  It is not a simple matter of “fixing” something (like adding more structural strength to a bridge or house).  Typically the patterns of behavior, practice, and policy that help to create vulnerability have two characteristics: they are pervasive throughout the society; and they are “invisible” in the sense that they are assumed as “the way things are.”
3. Often root causes of vulnerability can be reversed only slowly and with great effort through legislation and investment.  
· An example would be the series of laws and government policies that have attempted to reverse the effects of racial discrimination during the latter half of the 20th Century. 

·  In another session we see that racial minorities have often been more vulnerable to extreme natural events in the U.S.  Reversing the specific effects of racial discrimination on livelihoods, income, home location, quality of accommodation and public services, etc. may help to reduce hazard vulnerability.
Objective 4.3   “How does one know history?

Remarks:

Official history

A.  Also known as “court history” in the days of monarchs and kingdoms, this the official version of the past.  As such, it also makes implicit judgments about what events were important and which were not

These accounts are “official” in at least two ways:

1. They can be authorized, as in an “authorized biography”– where an account of a life is commissioned, vetted, and approved by the subject or her family or institution.

2. They can be produced by institutions that have the close relations – political, administrative, or financial – with the elite and power holders in a locality, state, or nation.  This applies to histories produced, generally by state universities and the “leading” private universities (although given the institution of tenure that partly protects the free research and free expression of faculty members, there may be “alternative” histories produced within these institutions as well (see below).

B.     Official histories of wars, conquests, colonial adventures are very good examples of “official history” as it is generally agreed that in such cases history is written by the victors.  More recently so-called “postcolonial” scholarship has emerged among a younger group of academics who are attempting to re-write the history of colonialism in their home countries from the point of view of the colonized (see below).

Alternative histories

A. People’s history



From the 19th Century onwards there has been a movement to record the conditions of life of and effects of economic and political events on common or ordinary people.  This began with the literary and essays of authors such as Charles Dickens and social reformers such Friedrich Engels, who wrote on the living conditions of the working class in England (1844).  Contemporary practitioners of ‘people’s history’ include British historians E.P. Thompson and Eric Hobsbawm, and the U.S. scholar Howard Zinn.



Sources:   Excerpts from Zinn (1980), People’s History of the United States:  http://www.thirdworldtraveler.com/Zinn/PeoplesHistory_Zinn.html ; Thompson (1963); Hobsbawm (1994);  other web links: http://icg.harvard.edu/~hist1955/wwwlinks.html . 


Summary of Engels (1844) available at: http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/1844engels.html .

B. Comparative and world history



Another corrective or complement to official history is to attempt to place events into a global comparative perspective.  A notable practitioner was J.M. Blaut.

· His two volumes, The Colonizers Model of the World and Eight Eurocentric Historians took on the task of re-thinking such events as the industrial revolution, the discovery of America, etc. from multiple points of view, not just that of the elite in Europe and the U.S.



Of course, world history can also be written from an ethnocentric point of view. Many 18th and 19th Century works of “universal” history written by Europeans gave a privileged position to Europeans in the unfolding of some kind of destiny or progress.

C.   Ethnic histories

1.
With the civil rights movement from the 1960s onwards, various ethnic and racial minorities and immigrant groups in the U.S. have sought to reflect upon their own histories, reclaiming them from “official history.” 

2.   African American, Hispanics, Asians, and Native Americans are only a few of the population groups that have begun to write and to disseminate their own histories.

Sources:  

Black History Month http://www.infoplease.com/spot/bhm1.html ;  Hispanic Heritage Month http://www.mcps.k12.md.us/curriculum/socialstd/Hispanic.html ;  Asian American Oral History Site http://www.itp.berkeley.edu/~asam150/ ;  Native American history http://web.uccs.edu/~history/index/nativeam.html .

D.  Local history

1.    Local history is both a type of history, often based on oral sources, and it is part of a social movement in the U.S.  The class project mentioned at the beginning of this session attempts to explore in a hands on way the potential for local history as a resource for disaster management.

2. There are many sources available for guidance on how to carry out interviews with elderly people in a locality and how to make use of archives and material culture that provide clues to local history (city records, church and other faith community records, newspaper archives, etc.).

Sources:  

· American Association for State and Local History  http://www.aaslh.org/ ;

· The American Local History Network  http://www.alhn.org/ .
Sources, methods, and biases

The most important thing to keep in mind when either reading history or trying to produce history oneself, is that history is not an exact science.  

Our view of the past is always colored and conditioned by our assumptions about some of the fundamental social relations that come up again and again in this Instructor’s Guide: 

· What is a family?  What is community?  

· How is power exercised?  Who owns and controls what?  

Therefore, it is essential to try to “get inside the head” of the person or people who wrote the history that you read.  What are their basic assumptions about what is right and wrong?  About the nature of society and the individual’s role in it?  About “the other” who is “not like me?”


Objective 4.4    Disasters in U.S. history

Remarks:

I. Disaster as a force in U.S. history [Note: Use readings from Steinberg in this section.]
A. Early history

1. Exceptionally cold winters and the worst drought period in 800 years may have played a role in the disappearance of some of the early colonial settlements such as Roanoke.  “From 1587 to 1589, the most extreme drought in 800 years is implicated in the disappearance of the Lost Colony, and the Jamestown settlement was later plagued by the driest seven-year episode in 770 years. These droughts make the dry summer of 1997 pale in comparison." http://www.wm.edu/wmnews/042398/drought.html .

2.  Gales and hurricanes were implicated in many of the hundreds of shipwrecks in the colonial period.

3.  Epidemics affected both the indigenous populations (e.g. small pox) and the European population during the 18th Century (e.g. yellow fever in Philadelphia and Baltimore in 1794) http://www.geocities.com/bobarnebeck/balto1794.html .

B. Later history

1. The development and consolidation of the national state in the 19th Century was intimately bound up with the provision of infrastructure and public works to mitigate the effects of extreme natural events.  One example is the work of the Army Corps of Engineers in building levees and dams during this period.  Another is the establishment of a National Weather Service.

2. The several years of drought that preceded the so-called Dust Bowl in the central plains states in the 1930s is still considered to be a major turning point in American history.

II. Disasters and policy making in U.S. history

A. Policy making in a federal system

1. During the 20th Century the national authorities have attempted to balance requests for disaster assistance coming from various regions of a very large and geographically diverse national state.  

Although there have been complaints, there is a generally accepted view that appeals by governors are equally legitimate whether they concern earthquakes in the West, floods in the Midwest or Appalachia, hurricanes in the South East, or extreme blizzards in the Northeast and upper Midwest.

2. Within this general pattern, some events stand out as having triggered new legislation and practices.  Disaster researcher, Claire Rubin, has organized these into a chronogram available at:

http://www.disaster-timeline.com/images/dtl_ver2.pdf 

3. The U.S. Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) was created in 1979 by the amalgamation of several pre-existing Federal agencies, just as in 2003 the Department of Homeland Security absorbed FEMA (http://www.fema.gov/about/history.shtm).

Objective 4.5
Disasters in world history: “why does the United Nations care?”

Remarks:

I. Disasters as a force in world history

A. Mexico (See reading from Blaikie et al.)

1. The earthquake in Mexico City in 1985 is credited with having been the beginning of the end of control of national politics by the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) that had never lost a national election since the 1920s.  This was because national institutions (the police, army, fire service) were completely overwhelmed and did little to respond to the disaster that killed 17,000 people.  Most of the response and immediate relief was organized by citizens themselves.  Furthermore, in the aftermath, the central government attempted to resettle people from the city center to the periphery of the sprawling metro region.  This was a very unpopular policy, seen as formulated to benefit landlords and land owners who wanted to rebuild high rent structures near the historical center without the burden of dealing with the rights of renters.  There were massive popular protests against these policies.

2. Failure of authorities to give accurate warnings to farmers on the slopes of the Colima volcano in southern Mexico in 1982 cost the lives of several thousand farmers and their families.  Some political commentators have suggested that these events were the beginning of the contemporary form that organized protest has taken in the South of the country under the leadership of the Zapatistas.

B.  Europe

1. The destruction of Lisbon, Portugal, in 1755 is seen as an iconic event that triggered strongly worded debate between philosophers of the Enlightenment and those who still believed that such events could be seen as “acts of god.”  The rebuilding of Lisbon is one of the first cases of modern planned reconstruction and also an early example of the application of seismic building codes (Dynes 1997).

2. Much earlier, in the 14th Century, the plague swept Europe, killing one-quarter of the entire population.  The resulting labor shortage and social unrest is credited with having had a role in both technological and social innovation that eventually gave rise to capitalism and the industrial revolution (Blaikie et al. 1994, chapter 5).

3. When the volcano Tambora erupted in 1815, the ash distributed into the earth’s atmosphere was so great that grain harvests throughout Europe in 1815 and 1816 were disrupted.  This produced what historian John Post has called “the last great subsistence crisis in Europe” and affected the size, structure, and function of government in many European countries.  (Post, 1977 and http://www.smithsonianmag.si.edu/smithsonian/issues02/jul02/pdf/smithsonian_july_2002_blast_from_the_past.pdf ).

4. The so-called “potato famine” in Ireland (1844-1848) killed a million people and sent another million off across the ocean to seek a livelihood in the New World.  The consequences of this massive shake up in social, economic, and political relations are still seen today as the descendents of the victims and the migrants make their contributions to civil and economic life in Ireland, Northern Ireland and the rest of Great Britain, Australia, New Zealand, and all over the U.S. (Blaikie et al. 1994, chapter 5).

C.  Tanzania
1. During the 1890s the Germans tried to colonize mainland Tanzania (known as Tanganyika later under the British, but German East Africa up until the end of the First World War).  Their military campaign against tribal resistance took place precisely when a series of droughts, human epidemics, and animal diseases outbreaks considerably weakened the African population.  The result was the defeat of the indigenous Africans and successful establishment of colonial control (Kjekshus 1977).

2. The current HIV-AIDS pandemic has hit Tanzania hard.  Up to 70 per cent of all hospital beds and health care capacity in some parts of the country have had to be devoted to those living with AIDS.  The number of economically active adults has decreased, and in many rural areas agriculture has to be conducted by surviving grandparents and grandchildren.  The economic cost of this modern plague is enormous, and has eroded welfare and development achievements made since independence in 1961 (Wisner 1992).

II. How disaster became an international issue

A. 1968-1972: the construction of humanitarianism

1. Several high profile events coincided with heightened internationalist sentiments fueled by worldwide debate concerning the morality of the Vietnam War during this period (Blaikie et al. 1994, chapter 1). 

· Death by famine caused by blockage of a million people in southeastern Nigeria during the attempt of this oil rich area to leave the federal state and establish itself as an independent country, Biafra.

· Drought and death from measles and other complications of malnutrition of hundreds of thousands in the Sahelian countries of West Africa.

· Deadly civil war that brought about the creation of Bangladesh as an independent country separate from Pakistan.  The war provoked mass refugee movements and many thousands of death from cholera.

· Death of 500,000 people, again in Bangladesh, in a cyclone that hit in 1970.

· A massive and very deadly earthquake in Peru 1972.

· Famine in Ethiopia, at first denied by then Emperor Haile Salassie, but captured in a now world famous television documentary made by reporters visiting Korem famine relief camps in 1974.

2. These events in Africa, Asia, and Latin America revealed the need for coordinated and effective international response.  They were some of the first to receive wide media attention in the post War World Two era.  The pressure by citizens and advocate groups on governments to unite to do something systematic about such disasters was very great.

B.  U.S. involvement in foreign disaster relief

1. As part of its dominant role in the hemisphere, the U.S. government had provided disaster relief from time to time since the 1840s.  However, it was only in the 1950s that this role was systematized as part of the Cold War against what was perceived as communist influence and stimulated by the large scale effort to re-build post-war Europe and Japan.  This included the Marshall Plan for re-building Europe and passage of Public Law 480 in 1954 that set up the mechanism for the use of U.S. farm products as part of foreign assistance.

2. The U.S. Agency for International Development was set up in 1961, and under it, and Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance.  For examples of the work that OFDA does, see:

http://www.usaid.gov/hum_response/ofda/ .

C.   The International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction

1. The International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR) (declared by the United Nations in 1989, activities spanning 1990-1999) was the brainchild of U.S. and Japanese earthquake engineers and other scientists.  

During its first five-year years it was marked by its technocratic origins, focusing on scientific exchange, training, and diffusion of technologies.  Only after its mid-decade meeting in Yokohama did it begin to address social issues such as risk communication, tapping local knowledge of hazards and coping strategies.

2. The IDNDR’s main contributions included the creation of a regional and international infrastructure for coordination of disaster management and the strengthening of institutions for scientific exchange.  

It was during the decade of the 1990s that the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies began to publish its annual World Disaster Report.  Likewise, numerous reviews of national preparedness and disaster prevention were undertaken or supported by national committees for the IDNDR.  However, one that a good deal of this activity would have taken place without an official “decade” and its official institutions.  The IDNDR did, however, raise the profile of disaster world wide – an achievement to be welcomed.

3. Where it failed was to place disaster risk reduction squarely within mainstream development debates during the 1990s such as those that concern human rights, good governance, and sustainable development.  
The decade’s successor institution, the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR), began to do this in the early 21st Century through, for instance, its vigorous involvement in preparations for the Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development (September, 2002).
Sources:  United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR)  2002. Natural Disasters and Sustainable Development - understanding the links between development, environment and natural disasters.  Geneva: ISRD http://www.unisdr.org/ ; Ingleton, J., ed.,  1999.  Natural Disaster Management.  London: Tudor Rose.

III. How long is historical memory of disaster?

A. The problem of social amnesia

1.  There is a recognized tendency for societies to forget painful and traumatic experiences  (Neal 1998).  This has to be combined with the well-documented tendency for societies to forget the effects of hazards that are infrequent (Burton et al. 1993).

2.   These observations of particular societies may also be true of the international  situation.  During the 1990s, when there were scores of civil wars and other humanitarian crises, donor governments and the media became less and less ready to react.  Terms like “basket case” were used to describe some developing countries; while the term “donor fatigue” and “compassion fatigue” became common (Mieller 1999).

Resource on “compassion fatigue:”  http://web.mit.edu/cms/reconstructions/interpretations/compassion.html .

B.  Institutional memory

1. Within institutions, be they organs of the United Nations, those of individual member governments, corporations, cities, or citizen organizations, it is a challenge to learn, to preserve, and to recall the lessons of a disastrous event.  The problem is turn over in the personnel.  How is their experience to be preserved?  Also, in democratic political systems, how do the lessons of past mistakes and successes survive regime change?

2. Training and the active use of public memorialization can help to maintain institutional memory.

3. For discussion:

How do you think the disaster at the World Trade Center can best be memorialized?

Supplementary Considerations:  none

Student Assignments:  

Relating to Objective 4.2

Each student will gather local history of crises, extreme events, emergencies, or disasters.  They may do this individually or in groups, making use of the archives of the local public library, newspaper office, nearest historical society, and interviews with elderly people (of their acquaintance or contacted through retirement homes, faith communities, clubs, etc.).  Resources for the practice of local history include: 

American Association for State and Local History  http://www.aaslh.org/ 

The American Local History Network  http://www.alhn.org/ 

Relating to Objective 4.4
Looking at Rubin’s time line, can you spot foreign events that seem to have had an influence on legislation or institutional development in the U.S.?

Study Questions: 

1.  What are some of the ways that history is different from an exact science like physics or chemistry?

2.  What is meant by the term ‘alternative history’?

3.  How would you go about studying the local history of a disastrous event?

4.  What were the historical events that led to the current organized international system for responding to disasters?

Final Exam Questions:

1.  An historical fact is best characterized as:

a.  just something that happened

b.  a clear and distinct idea

c. about the same as a fact of chemistry or physics

d.  part of a socially constructed story.

Chose one of these alternatives and defend your choice with a one-page essay.

2.  True/False. The Black Death from bubonic plague in 14th Century Europe caused philosophical shock waves that did away with Eurocentrism forever. 

3.  How would you go about developing a people’s history of extreme events in a town in the U.S.?

4.  What are the advantages of using local history for disaster management?

5.  List 3 of the major events that took place in the last 1960s and early 1970s that ushered in the modern period of international humanitarian response?

6.  What is compassion fatigue?
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